GOETHE   AS   LYRIC   POET
tranquillity in the observation and absolute certainty in the touch.
Goethe's mastery enables him to present men and emotions in
these poems with such natural truth, simplicity, and purity that
we are startled at the beauty of things which might have seemed
too ordinary to mention.
If the early poems were exclamatory, these are pictures; but
the emotion is equally profound, the poetic inspiration quite as
compulsive and eruptive, though served now by an art conscious
of how much expressive power can be achieved by strict com-
position. The poetic effect is secured partly by ways that are
devious, and to which other forms contribute. It might be the
plastic arts, for Goethe constantly evokes in his elegies scenes in
which characters are grouped pictorially. Again the scenes them-
selves often draw on narrative or border on the dramatic, and a
favourite feature is the device of working retrospectively from a
given scene, as in Der neue Pausicis und sein Blumenmadchen, or
Alexis und Dora, where the past love-story is elicited through
dialogue. It is a fruitful method from the formal point of view,
securing concentration and economy; but it is also skilfully used
to put the pressure of past events and feelings on to the present,
enhancing the emotion which gives rise to the poem but which
seems at first to be evaded.
Not the least beauty of these poems, however, is the light that
surrounds them, a light that has the brilliance, height, and
serenity of the classical sky Goethe had aspired to know and under
which the seal was set on his maturity. This light lit up the world
of nature and the world of antiquity; and, flowing round him
with a creative influence, it passed from being a condition by
which he sawinto being a quality of his mind. He had got to know
men during years spent in government and administration; he
knew women because he loved them; he was studying science,
and with more penetration than many professionals; he was in
daily contact with art and historical culture, in Greece, Rome, and
modern Europe; and it is remarkable now to observe how all
these things interact in his luminous and fecund mind, are present
in his personality, and how an all-embracing imagination brings
them to a fine awareness. The fruits are in these poems, images of
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